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Prologue
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The rain beats a gentle lullaby on the campervan roof, pitter-pattering on the metal, scattering drops of silver sound in every direction, like I’m sleeping in the heart of a cloud. The soothing melody offers a tranquil path to follow whilst drifting softly to sleep. As I listen to the rain, eyes closed, half in a dream, feelings of safety and contentment rise through my body. I’m so grateful for my tiny, wheeled house.


The heady scent of sandalwood, tempered by the delicate floral of lavender, drifts up from my freshly washed cotton sleeping bag. Nestling deeper into bed, I press my nose against the fabric, inhaling the earthy scents. I’m parked on a quiet backstreet, directly under a street lamp, whose warm glow filters through the edges of the campervan curtains, softening the night-time darkness of my little home with its muted, golden light. Sleep never used to come as easily as it does now, and life was very different not so long ago . . .










Chapter One


The Letter
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One of the most profound changes in my life was heralded by nothing more unremarkable than the barking of the dog as the postman neared the house and the subtle nausea that always rose in my stomach at the thought of what he might push through the letterbox that day. As a general rule, it was usually bills, warrants for my arrest or demands for unpaid store cards from when I was twenty years old and shopping sprees at Topshop were the solution to any problem.


A letter duly arrived. It wafted gently on warm currents of dog breath towards the well-worn welcome mat, settling there, face up, the bold red lettering of ‘private and confidential’ stark and loud on the white background of the envelope.


Picking it up, I tried to determine its contents based on how official the typeset looked and the quality of the envelope. On days when my anxiety was particularly prominent, the letter would have been ripped up and thrown away, denied the opportunity to divulge its frightening contents. It was an avoidance technique that didn’t remotely work as the letters just kept on coming. Being now in my early thirties, I’d had enough counselling to understand the unproductive nature of burying my head in the sand (and hiding unopened bills in the bottom of the wheelie bin, under the bags of dog shit).


I sat down on my favourite and largest piece of furniture, a gloriously unique seventies floral settee. The autumnal colours of rich mustards and burnt oranges, combined with the heavily stylised bold print, were hugely offensive to some and adored by others (not many others, I might add). Gently tearing open the envelope, I pulled out the expertly folded, crisp white letter inside.


The letter was from a firm of solicitors instructed by the person I’d bought the house with when I was in my early twenties – an ex-partner who hadn’t lived in the house for at least eight years. With the passive-aggressive professionalism synonymous with the legal system, the letter detailed that if I did not sell my home (‘our’ home, I should say, for legal accuracy), their client would begin court proceedings in order to force me to do so. Hysterical laughter rose up, spilling out of me, fuelled by shock and disbelief.


My ex-partner and I had been through some difficult times in the early days of our relationship. However, that was in the past, and at the time the letter from the solicitors arrived, we were on general speaking terms, enough to exchange pleasantries if we met in the street, which was why I was so surprised by the letter.


My ex-partner hadn’t contributed to the mortgage for years. Nor, crucially, had he contributed to the cost and care of his dog, an addition to our family of two that I hadn’t wanted at the time, but had somehow ended up with, along with the massive mortgage and decaying house. We’re not talking about a lovely little teacup Yorkshire terrier here, whose worst behavioural issue would be to occasionally do tiny teacup wees on the floor out of excitement. No. This was a pure-bred American Akita that weighed more than me and had an endearing habit of actively attempting to kill almost all the other dogs she encountered and, indeed, some humans, without rhyme or reason. She was a lovely dog, honestly, once I’d built up enough muscle to handle her and developed eyes in the back of my head. For an animal bred to fight bears, the name ‘Peggy’ didn’t really fit the bill, a name her previous owners had given her which we hadn’t changed. As is the way with all names, it evolved to become ‘Pegg-shoe’, a nickname that came about for no reason that I can remember or articulate with any coherence. In the fraught moments when I found myself dragging her off another dog that she was attempting to maul, her name evolved to become ‘Dickhead’ pretty rapidly.


When my ex decided that the responsibility of a massive mortgage and a massive dog were too much for him and left me with both to move back in with his family, my financial and housing options were limited to say the least. It was not financially possible for me to pay the mortgage on my own, despite working full-time as a housing litigation consultant (ironic, I know). I couldn’t move back in with either of my parents; my dad didn’t have the space and my mum was terrified of dogs. Unable to afford to rent a property on my income alone (can anyone?), I was backed into a corner without an obvious way out. What could I do? How would I manage? Where would I live?


The solution presented itself when a friend suggested that I look into renting out individual rooms in the house. The household bills would increase, but there would be money left over to help me pay the mortgage and council tax. Ultimately it would mean that I could stay in the property and provide a stable home for what was now my dog.


So, at twenty-four years old, I became a live-in landlady.


Renting out rooms to complete strangers was a frightening and risky business, not least because I was a young, single woman who had a trusting naivety when it came to character assessment. Being under the debilitating financial pressure of having a substantial mortgage meant that I didn’t necessarily have a choice regarding who I rented out the rooms to. This resulted in some rather terrifying and memorable experiences: a new lodger once used the landing at the top of the stairs as a stage to loudly preach about the Devil’s place of residence, which, in his opinion, was on Ilkley Moor (I mean, it’s nice there, but I can think of better places to live if I was the personification of evil itself, like maybe Bognor Regis – lovely beaches, sunshine and loads of charity shops in case Beelzebub fancied a cheap new frock). Another lodger, who was a functioning alcoholic, had an interesting habit of sleepwalk weeing, nightly urinating in various areas of the house, namely areas that weren’t in or even near the toilet, which was unfortunate to say the least. Let’s just say that I learnt early on not to go into the kitchen without shoes on (with multiple lodgers employing varying degrees of hygiene standards and a constantly heavily-shedding dog, the only time you took off your shoes in my house was to get into bed and, even then, that was a gamble). Yet another lodger began hoarding cutlery in his room, mostly teaspoons and spoons, and then my drill went missing, which had been a gift from a family member. Soon after that, the lodger himself went missing, along with all his clothes and possessions (including many that were mine), which is when I discovered, via conversations with his immediate family, that he was a heroin addict – a detail which his mum had conveniently neglected to mention when she had originally approached me about renting the room for him. Having said all this, many of the lodgers I had over the years, from when my ex-partner moved out in my early twenties to when he sent the solicitor’s letter in my early thirties, became fantastic friends, and some I consider to be lifelong.


When it became clear that renting out rooms was working, at least on a financial level if not a personal safety level, I decided to put a cheap caravan in the back garden to use as my ‘bedroom’ so that I could rent out my own room in the house. This presented something of a logistical challenge as my back garden had a reasonably tall wall around it. Thankfully, I had a ‘Dave’.


Everyone needs a Dave in their lives. I’m lucky enough to have multiple Daves, but the Dave in this story was born in Papua New Guinea and somehow, from that unlikely destination, his journey brought him to Keighley looking for a room to rent, and subsequently to my door. Dave is the kind of guy who could feasibly build you a flux capacitor. You may not travel back in time, but you’d definitely travel somewhere – or parts of you would anyway. He had the solution to my caravan problem, which featured the use of a flatbed truck, two motorbike ramps, a winch and some friends who needed a laugh that day. Using the winch, the caravan was loaded on to the flatbed truck, which was of a similar height to my wall. The motorbike ramps bridged the gap between the top of the wall and the truck. When everything was in position, the caravan was gently lowered via the winch on to the ramps and then on to the top of the wall. It was at this that point the neighbours started to stream out of their homes, phone cameras at the ready, hoping for the £250 You’ve Been Framed win.


The caravan wheels and, indeed, the entire caravan, were completely balanced on the wall – the only thing holding it there were the four idiots (myself included) standing at each corner, trying to stop it from tipping. From there, it was a case of executing the very delicate manoeuvre of sliding the motorbike ramps out from under the wheels of the caravan while it was precariously balanced on the wall, then repositioning the ramps at the other side of the wall in order to lower the caravan into the garden. We didn’t have four ramps, as that would have been too easy. Much to the chagrin of my neighbours, who all went home dejected, feeling like they’d been done out of the prize money, the caravan was lowered successfully, and without major incident or injury, into my back garden, where it became my bedroom for many years.


My house had the most beautiful bathroom suite that I’d ever seen, which was one of the reasons I’d fallen in love with the property when we had initially viewed it. The sink, bath and toilet were a fabulous burnt orange, like mountain heather in autumn. It was a seventies original: the tiles were stylised and colour-coordinated with the bathroom suite and there was a big, round, terracotta retro mirror. Soaking in the bath in that space was like being held in the warm arms of Mother Earth herself. I adored it. But the beautiful nostalgic bathroom dream would soon come to a devastating, unique and bitter end . . .


It was incredibly old, my home. The fuse box still required the type of fuse where you manually replace the wire if it blows (some of you won’t even know what they are, lucky bastards) and the electrics tripped out regularly. At least once a week, I had to don wellies and venture down into the dark depths of the flooded cellar to replace a fuse, the combination of knackered electrics and water making the whole operation like a domestic and dangerous version of The Crystal Maze. There was a damp issue in nearly every room that no amount of stain block paint could eradicate, the roof leaked every time it rained and the loft had no insulation whatsoever – I could see sky from under the eroding roof tiles. The old plaster was crumbling into dust, so much so that a substantial section of the downstairs ceiling actually fell off and landed on the dog (she was not impressed, but I felt that it served her right for sleeping in such an obstructive place and not in the bed that I had bought for her). And finally, the ancient boiler, which had been chugging away inefficiently since I’d moved in, decided enough was enough and promptly packed in.


Buying a brand-new boiler, even back then, when things were apparently cheaper, was about as feasible as winning the lottery or riding a two-headed unicorn through the streets of Bradford. Thankfully, when the ancient boiler emitted its final clonking death rattle, Papua New Guinea Dave, the man who can, was still renting a room at my house. He did what only a Dave could do and ‘fixed’ the boiler. This involved a complete bypass of the thermostat. In case you don’t know, that’s the thingymawotsit that regulates the water temperature. Some people would argue that a thermostat on a boiler system is essential, and they might just be right . . .


On the day of the ‘incident’, one of my housemates was heading upstairs to his room. I asked him to run the bath for me while he was up there, expressly advising him on pain of, well, pain, that he needed to run both the cold and hot taps at the same time. That was the highly advanced operational system that we’d put in place after the loss of the thermostat.


That didn’t happen.


As I sat reading in the living room, waiting for the bath to fill, the pitter-patter of dripping water reached my ears. I stood up, trying to locate where the sound was coming from. Venturing into the hallway, I glanced into the kitchen. Cascading from the ceiling at various points was a deluge of steaming, molten-hot water. Running upstairs to the bathroom, I burst in to find that my housemate had neglected to switch on the cold tap and had only switched on the hot tap. The water was so hot due to the lack of a thermostat that it had melted clean through my beloved burnt-orange fibreglass bath and was pissing through the kitchen ceiling at alarming rates. I switched off the tap and took in the melted, gaping hole. It was almost unbelievable that the water had been hot enough to melt clean through the bath, but it blooming well had. And that was the end of my beautiful bath. If it’s possible to grieve for uniquely coloured fibreglass bathroom fixtures, then I will admit that I absolutely did.


Thankfully, Keighley is a town full of opportunities, if you have an entrepreneurial mind and zero dignity. The bath was replaced within a day. Admittedly the ‘new’ bath was white and didn’t match the bathroom decor in the slightest, but it was completely free, rescued (a term more accessible than ‘stolen’) from one of the many skips that line the roads and decorate the gardens of the houses in the area. One person’s rubbish is someone else’s treasure and, when all your money is taken up with a mortgage, bills and vehicle running costs, you never drive past a skip without stopping to take a look. That’s the unwritten code of the financially challenged.


 


The solicitor’s letter was placed with due importance on the red-brick mantelpiece above the ancient gas fire that no longer worked. After some deliberation, I decided that phoning my ex-partner was the quickest and cheapest way to come to a resolution (cheaper than instructing more solicitors anyway). He answered the phone and I jumped straight in . . . ‘Ey up, you all right? What’s this letter all about then?’ He told me that he had a new partner and that they wanted to buy a house together, but because his name was still on our property, he would be unable to get a mortgage on another. I explained that the house was in negative equity, alongside being in a state of reasonably severe disrepair, and selling it would leave us both in more debt. I made a suggestion that I would later regret: if he wanted to live with his new girlfriend, why didn’t they both live in my house and I would move in with my new partner Lee, who lived in the Lake District. My ex could take on the mortgage payments and bills, which would give me a much-needed break from the worry and stress of trying to make ends meet. We didn’t discuss how we would manage the situation in the future; I was simply so relieved to be handing it all over that I didn’t want to think that far ahead. He agreed with the proposed solution to our housing problem, so I began planning and sourcing another place to live.


The new home that I would be moving into with my new partner in the Lake District wasn’t conventional. Then again, neither was winching a caravan into my back garden and renting out my rooms to satanists. Due to the fact that I had a dog, and the area we were moving to was one of the most affluent places in the UK, alongside the fact that we would both be students, a caravan was our only option.


It took me three weeks to empty my home prior to my ex moving back in. Storing my possessions either in a designated facility or at my mum’s house simply wasn’t an option for me, not only because of my lack of finances (storage units are expensive), but also because I would feel too fragmented. Parts of me, in the form of the objects from my life, would be strewn about in different places, hidden away in dusty, dark spaces, boxed up and forgotten about, except for the heavy invisible tie that was my ownership of them. Instead, I opted to cut the ties, to release myself from the things and relinquish both the possession that I had of them and the possession that they had of me.


Every knick-knack that I’d ever collected, every piece of art that had moved me enough to buy it (if it was cheap enough, of course), love letters and poetry from previous partners, every item of furniture, every physical manifestation of a memory – from fridge magnets to decorative plates – every kitchen gadget that couldn’t be used in a caravan, piles of books, bags of clothes, shoes – indeed anything that would take up valuable space unnecessarily in my new caravan home – it all went to the charity shop or into the bin.


And it felt great.


Better than great. It felt as if a weight had been lifted. All of these anchors had been cut away, cast out into the sea of life, and I was suddenly a ship without a port. No longer ungainly, slow and laden down, heavy with things, I was light, agile and able to manoeuvre. The uncertainty was both anxiety-inducing but also excitingly intoxicating.


All I now had in this world was a rusty old van, some clothes and half shares in an ancient caravan. I was no longer held to ransom by the deteriorating stone prison I called my home, with its leaking roof, broken boiler, decaying electrics, damp and the never-ending bills that were relentlessly pushed through the rusty letter box.


I had no idea when I’d be living in a house again, and I found that I didn’t care.


Lee and I paid the fees required for our caravan to be sited on a lovely little campsite in Cumbria. After two or three months of living there, I received a telephone call from my ex-partner. I should have expected it really.


He told me that he didn’t realise how expensive the house would be to run and that he couldn’t afford it. He’d split up with his girlfriend and he was giving the keys to the house back to the mortgage company, effectively getting my home repossessed. There was nothing I could do; I was working part-time while studying and had no spare income at all. If anything, I had less than I had before. I couldn’t save the house, my home for thirteen years. As I took all this in and processed it in the moments after the phone call had ended, I realised that, in some ways, I was glad. Yes, I was upset that I was losing the place that had been my island, my rock, for many years. But I didn’t want it anymore. Not just the house, that I’d tried so hard and sacrificed so much to keep running, but the overwhelming and all-consuming stress that came with it. I was done. I didn’t want to worry about how I was going to pay the gas bill over winter, I was tired of the electric running out on the key meter, the despondency and despair that was almost constant in the battle to just stay afloat financially. What was it all for? Really? For the privilege of giving the bank all of my hard-earned money? For somewhere to sleep? A roof over my head? Where was my quality of life? More importantly, what was my quality of life?


The house was given back to the bank and they auctioned it off, selling it for only half of what it was originally on the market for when we bought it. I’ve calculated that, over the years, I paid the bank approximately £60,000. Probably more. Most of that was literally just the interest that they charge for the privilege of borrowing. And all I had to show for this experience was poor mental health, an empty bank account and more debt.


Surely there must be another way to live?


And it turns out that, for me, there was . . .










Chapter Two


The Water Fox
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In the empty, eerie and derelict space of an industrial park in the twilight hours, I furtively search for a water tap. There is the evening meal still to prepare and I’m hoping to have enough water to wash the sheen of summer sweat and road dust from my skin. I sense movement in the shadows of one of the huge, red-brick buildings; the hairs rise on the back of my neck as I anticipate a burly security guard, or something more frightening. Instead, out trots a skinny young fox, all head and gangly legs. I exhale the breath that I didn’t know I’d been holding. He pauses, only metres away. Bold as only a fox could be, we lock gazes, eyeing each other. The moment passes as he decides I’m not a threat and pads off into the hazy dark.


As I move from building to building, hoping for the tell-tale shape of an outdoor tap on a wall, I think about my life before: the running water, the four stone walls, the ‘security’. The old me certainly craved the stability of putting down roots, of having a fixed base in the form of a house; somewhere I could always return to when the sea of life became too rough, an island made of concrete, plaster and stone. The present me has been transformed by circumstance and experience. What I need now, with regards to security, is very different.


With my empty water bottles glinting in motion-censored lights that flick on and off as I search, I consider the concept of freedom. Being free means something different to all of us. As a child, it was assumed by my parents that I would follow what could only be described as a preordained pattern: I was born, I was educated in what the establishment deemed appropriate, I was sent out to work and then encouraged to borrow money so that I could buy a stone or brick structure to reside in. My dad set the example for me by constantly being in competition with his peers, always striving for the biggest house, the biggest car, the biggest caravan and the most material possessions. And to stay ahead in this seldom-acknowledged contest, he borrowed money that he didn’t have.


Both my dad and my mum worked hard to pay for the second-hand Range Rover, the speedboat, the six-berth caravan, the fishing boat, our four-bedroomed house and all the things in it. As a child, I never understood why we’d moved from the first house that we’d lived in – it had been situated on the edge of rolling green fields that were perfect for playing in, sledging in the winter or making daisy chains in the spring. My mum had wanted to stay there and saw no need to move, but my dad, always feeling the pressure of having less than his friends and being driven by a sense of inadequacy, was adamant that we needed a bigger home.


He was, at this time, a builder by trade. When his friends, who also worked in construction, began to buy plots of land in order to design and build their own homes, my dad, unwilling to be outdone or left out, followed suit. Which involved more borrowing – a lot more.


Out of the seven days in a week, my dad would work six in order to generate enough income to pay the bills, placate the many lenders, pay debts and ensure that there was enough money left over for the other essential costs of living that weren’t considered as important as speedboats or fishing trips, like food. As soon as my brother and I were considered old enough to safely get ourselves to school and back (I think I was eleven), my mum switched from working part-time hours, which fitted in with school, to working full-time as a medical secretary for the NHS. The financial pressure that they were both under was immense. It exacted a terrible toll that wasn’t worth any amount of second-hand Range Rovers, speedboats or houses of any size.


Working long hours in a physically demanding job, battling the elements and being outdoors in every weather imaginable in order to keep up with the many payments, mortgages and loans that he’d taken out, Dad was struggling. He turned to alcohol as a refuge. This liquid disinhibitor acted as a key, which opened the door to his deep discontentment, insecurity and general rage at the world at large. He communicated his suffering through violence.


Always wanting more and never being content with what he had was the reason that my mum, brother and I (and possibly my dad too) all ended up with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a mental health issue, which manifests itself in a multitude of challenging ways. As a present-day adult who’s had years of counselling and has experienced first-hand the expectations of what it means to be a successful human in our society and the financial pressures of running a household, I can now, if not forgive my dad, at least understand the heavy weight that he was carrying.


It became very clear, early on in my life, that the measure of my success was down to several factors, some of which were shared by all, and some only by specific groups. Being female, my success and value seemed to be determined by how closely I resembled the current beauty ideal and how sexually desirable I was. The apparent gauge to measure this success came down to the amount of people who wanted to sleep with me, which is a concept more toxic and damaging than I could ever accurately describe.


As an adult, my success and status seemed to be measured by my financial position and the various material possessions that I owned: my car, and how new it was, how big my house was (or whether I owned one at all), how many holidays I took a year, the brand of clothing I could afford to wear and the brand of cosmetics I used on my face. The pressure to be seen as successful, even if that success was ‘borrowed’ via the use of overdrafts, store cards, mortgages, car finance or credit cards, was immense (and still is, if you subscribe to those measures).


The measure of status and success in working-class northern England, during my upbringing, can be summarised and communicated effectively by the ‘Netto’ carrier bag phenomenon. You may not recall, but Netto was a supermarket way back in the nineties, before the advent of Aldi or Lidl. It sold cheaper goods than any other leading supermarket. The colours used for the branding were black and bright, primary yellow, which featured heavily on its plastic carrier bag design. If you came from a ‘successful’ household, you would be sent to school with your gym kit in a Sainsbury’s carrier bag (only well-off people could afford to shop at Sainsbury’s), which subtly increased your value and status in the eyes of your school peers. Being sent to school with a Morrisons carrier bag was acceptable – the middle-of-the-road supermarket neither increased nor decreased your social status. If you were unlucky enough to be sent to school, however, with your lunch in a bright yellow Netto carrier bag, you were bullied to the point of suicide, cast out from all social circles (apart from the greasy-haired moshers and goths who hung around near the music corridor – they’d accept anyone, there was strength in numbers) and called names like ‘scratter’ and ‘scum bag’. And if your family drove a Lada car and shopped at Netto, you were well and truly fucked.


So I understood why my dad had felt compelled beyond reason to take on much more than he could handle, both financially and mentally. Using the simplest explanation, he desperately didn’t want to be the kid with the Netto carrier bag or the man driving the Lada when all his peers shopped at Sainsbury’s and had Range Rovers.


When I first became a homeowner, it wasn’t necessarily out of choice. After my mum finally found the courage to leave my dad (I was fourteen years old), both my brother and I chose to live with her (neither of us wanted to cohabit with a violent, angry, physically and verbally abusive, desperately unhappy man). By the time I was fifteen, hormonal and psychologically unstable due to a childhood of domestic violence, my mum had changed her life completely; from hosting Tupperware parties and potpourri-arranging evenings, she was now wearing black leather jackets, hanging out with rock stars and sourcing cannabis off my brother’s dealer for her new boyfriend. It wasn’t long before we never saw her as she spent most of her time at her new partner’s house in another town. After twenty-five years in a devastatingly abusive and controlling marriage, she was a beautiful bird who had been released from the dark, loveless cage that was her relationship with my dad. You can’t blame her for wanting to live her life now that she could, but I did. For a long time.


From the age of fourteen, I started to drink excessively and take drugs. At the time, I considered it preferable to feeling sad, unloved or anxious. My first official boyfriend was a compulsive liar, who was frequently unfaithful (he was also very young and had his own issues to contend with), my so-called ‘best friend’ bullied me to the point of causing me physical harm, my mum wasn’t around and my brother was off doing his own thing. By the time I was sixteen, I was snorting cocaine and dancing in city-centre clubs, hanging out with people older than me, individuals who I deemed to be sophisticated and successful because they could afford class A drugs and frequented stylish bars. It wasn’t long before I began to have depressive breakdowns and unmanageable outbursts of violent rage, brought on, I suspect, by PTSD, and fuelled by alcohol and drug abuse. At these times, friends, and sometimes complete strangers, would call my mum. They had no idea how to deal with me in those states and, quite rightly, had no desire to take responsibility for me, or for who I’d upset or what I’d done. My mum would almost always find a way to drive to wherever I was, motivated, I think, by the sense of guilt she had from leaving us and also by her responsibility as a parent.


I am deeply ashamed of my behaviour during those times, behaviour that led to physical fights with my mum, attempting to jump out of moving cars, smashing up the possessions of those I felt had wronged me (which was everyone, after drinking a litre bottle of Mad Dog 20/20), starting fights and generally being out of control and destructive in every sense of the word.


Eventually, when I turned twenty, my mum sat me and my brother down and asked what our thoughts would be on her selling the home she owned that we were living in so that she could move in permanently with her boyfriend. Her plan was to sell the house and, with the money generated from the sale, buy a property in her partner’s town, then lend me enough for a deposit so that I could buy my own house. For a twenty-year-old who was perhaps more balanced and world-savvy than I was, this could have been a fantastic opportunity to get on the housing ladder (I detest that phrase, likely invented by estate agents, as it suggests that, by buying a house, you are climbing up, becoming more successful and winning at the game of life, when, for me, it has always been exactly the opposite). For a mentally ill, destructive, dysfunctional, barely functioning substance abuser, entering into a mortgage possibly wasn’t the best idea. Still, I didn’t have much choice and was excited by the prospect of ‘owning’ my own home. This was the first house that I would buy.


Mum and I found a tiny back-to-back terrace on the fringes of a council estate which needed updating, but it was reasonable enough to move into straight away. It was marketed at £40,000, one of cheapest houses in the area at the time. My mum lent me £10,000 as a deposit and ensured that we had a document drawn up by the solicitors so that, if the property was ever sold, she would automatically receive the full amount back into her bank account.


If I’d have kept that house, I would have been mortgage-free by the time I was thirty (although, on a technical level, as I now live in a van, I am mortgage-free). But, unfortunately, life doesn’t work that way. Well, some people’s lives might, but not mine.


The sale went through without issue, and I was now officially a homeowner. I was the first out of my young friendship group to ‘buy’ a house. Moving into my new home, if anything, made my mental health drastically worse. On top of undiagnosed PTSD, anxiety and depression, I now had the added responsibility of paying a mortgage and bills, rather than just handing over money to my mum for her to deal with it all, as I had done when I lived in her house. Sober, I could just about function, but when I was drunk and having psychotic breakdowns, I would need to be restrained by whoever was there and strong enough to hold me down, screaming out demands to be taken to a mental ward – genuine pleas that were always ignored due to my inebriation.


Because I was struggling so much, and I didn’t have a name for what I was feeling or a professional diagnosis, I assumed that I was simply broken; that I was worthless, a burden to those around me, a toxic mess, unstable, unfixable and unlovable. The knowledge that it would be easier for those around me if I were no longer there was something I knew, at that time, to be absolutely true (even though it absolutely wasn’t). I began to search for other experiences, beyond drug-taking and alcohol, that made me feel, if not better, then at least different to the usual hyperaware, heart-racing, sleep-deprived, hungover, hand-shaking, intrusive-thought-thinking, anxiety-riddled, suicidal norm. And I did. It came in the form of retail therapy.


At this time, shops, banks and other lenders were heavily pushing store cards, credit cards and overdrafts at everyone, and anyone, who was old enough to sign a contract. At school, we were never taught how to manage finances, or how to budget, or how to effectively run a household. Instead, we were taught really useful things like algebra, the population density of Luxembourg and the biology of frogs, which, of course, are skills and knowledge that I use every single day.


A new dress from Topshop was never going to be the cure for any ailment or issue. However, in the moment of acquisition, I felt an elation that put everything else on hold for a very short while. Owning new things made me feel successful, like I had worth and value. Being able to evidence to both myself and my peers that I had enough money to buy these things, and the attention I received from dressing myself in the latest, most daring, fashions, became yet another addiction.


The substance abuse increased and, alongside it, so did my debt. My take on financial management went something like this: when the money stopped coming out of the cash machine, or my card stopped working, it was time to either open another bank account with an overdraft facility or get another credit card. Eventually, because of my debts, I was forced to remortgage the house. I was twenty-two years old at this point.


One evening, I was out drinking in one of my usual haunts with a chap who I had recently entered into a relationship with, one that would (yet again) turn out to be highly volatile. Promiscuity seems to go hand in hand with non-existent self-esteem and self-worth. We were full of ourselves, high on our new romance and drunk on tart, cheap sherry. In a bold statement to the rest of the group that we were out with, we declared that we would be buying a house and moving in together. We hadn’t discussed it prior to that night – it was a decision made mostly by the sherry (alcohol has a lot to answer for, not just in my life, but since its very conception).


Partly through fear of losing face in front of our friends and partly ‘fuck it, why not?’, the very next day, still slightly drunk, we had an interview with a mortgage adviser at the bank. Our joint mortgage was set up and I put my substantially remortgaged first house on the market; £3,000 was all that was left after it sold and Mum had reclaimed her £10,000. We found another house to buy, bigger than my first home, and, in no time at all, we were living together.


Of course, it all went wrong, as this sherry-induced poor decision-making was the beginning of the journey that eventually led to the repossession of my home.


But did it go wrong? Really? Or did it only go wrong when measured against the ideology of success that society teaches us?


 


The shape of a water tap makes itself known in a disjointed shadow on the front of what was possibly a tyre garage on the industrial estate – it’s hard to tell in the dark, with the shuttered doors rolled down against the thieves of the night. Furtively looking around to ensure that I am still alone, I head over, hoping that there aren’t any movement-sensor security lights to illuminate my watery crime. Thankfully, the dark stays dark. Putting my empty bottles on the ground, I check out the water tap. The handle that turns the tap on or off has been removed – someone is obviously wise to late-night H2O theft. Fortunately, this is something that I’ve come across before. Like an expert thief in a film, I pull out the tools of my trade: a set of medium-sized mole grips. Attaching the mole grips to the top of the tap, I am able to turn it on. Happily, the tap has not been completely disconnected and water cascades out. One of my previous jobs was as logistical support for a team of community nurses in the NHS, and part of my role involved turning on the taps every week in the clinics that weren’t in use. This needed to be done in order to prevent Legionella bacteria forming, which can happen in stagnant or long-standing water. Running a tap for five minutes will ensure that any bacteria which may have formed is flushed out. This is something I’m always very careful of when ‘borrowing’ water from unknown sources. Legionnaires’ disease, a form of pneumonia, can be fatal. Although it can feel counterproductive when trying to live in a less wasteful, more sustainable way, sometimes a few litres of water wasted to prevent serious illness, or even death, is definitely a good call.


With my water-collecting mission a resounding success, I head back to the van. It’s Saturday night and unlikely that the industrial estate will be open the next day, with it being Sunday, so I move the van to a quiet little spot near the entrance. Popping the kettle on, I boil some water for a washing-up bowl strip wash – under tits, pits and bits, in that order (please excuse the crudeness of my description, I chose rhyme over dignity). Tea (or dinner, depending on where you’re from) will be chestnut mushrooms and broccoli, lightly fried in salty butter, served with jasmine rice drizzled with soy sauce, cooked on my single gas stove. As I settle in to watch David Attenborough on the laptop, I am clean, fed and happy, far removed from the person I used to be.










Chapter Three


The Downstairs Toilet


[image: The Happy Nomad (exported)_img1]


I’m sitting on the roof. Below me, lines of winding streetlights look like beads of gold strung out across velvet. The rolling hills beyond are silhouetted against the moonlit sky. The wind pushes and pulls gently at my fleece pyjamas. Soft fabric contacts my skin with a feeling of warmth and simple comfort, before being pulled away again by the wind. The bare soles of my small, ten-year-old feet connect with the cool smoothness of the grey slate roof tiles beneath them.


I can hear shouting from inside the house – the open window behind me allows the sounds to drift out. The discordant melody moves with the wind, louder then quieter, as the vibrations are filtered by the wide expanse of sky. Fear begins in the space between my shoulder blades, prickling like a day-old nettle sting, moving swiftly down the length of my spine. My body shivers in response. Travelling through me, it settles in my stomach, fluttering and churning like a moth caught in a storm.


Glancing down, I take in the sparkling black of the tarmac which lies metres beneath my rooftop perch. I know that if I fall, parts of me will break. I allow my mind to dwell there for a moment, wondering whether I’d scream if I fell or if I would be silent, breaking with no sound at all. Would the shouting stop then? When I lie broken? When red-hot blood pools on the cool, impassive asphalt and shards of shattered bone lay scattered?


I won’t fall.


On this tiled and sloping garage roof, I am in control.


The shouting undulates like an ocean edge, two voices entwined: one reaching towering crescendos of high-pitched fear, clear, like the top of a wave in the moment before it breaks; the other, the deep angry bass of a growling squall, foaming, spitting, skin-stripping, sand-grit rough.


Perhaps tonight we will be swiftly bundled into the car. Coats hastily thrown on over pyjamas, feet without the comfort of socks thrust into cold, stiff leather shoes.


Quickly. Quickly now.


Adrenaline courses through me at the thought of escape. I am ignited with heightened awareness. Each quick, staccato beat of my heart fills me with a feeling of aliveness, sharpened by fear. Ink-black pupils dilate to take in every detail. Muscles pulse and flex in anticipation of rapid, exploding movement.


I am ready.


Behind me, the warm, yellow light of the open window spills out across the roof tiles, telling lies of safety and shelter. The space within is cluttered, a spare room used for things that must be kept, but not thrown away: an old computer, dusty on its laminate beech desk, board games, neglected toys and forgotten mechanical relics from the days of my mother’s keep-fit promises. A single bed, made up, vies for space among the disorder.


This is not my room, but this is where I sleep.


The space that I call mine lies across the hall. It could be called a bedroom; it has a bed and it is a room, but instead, it serves as my exhibition space, its contents curated and displayed with meticulous attention to detail – swirling, curling seashells of every shape and colour, soft feathers with speckled patterns, smooth pebbles and clear quartz crystals. A cobalt-blue glass bottle with gold flecks reminds me of a faraway galaxy and houses a heady, jasmine perfume that was once my mother’s. All of these things, and more, have been given a place in my exhibition, arranged according to symmetry, shape and the level of power I have assigned each one based on its ability to comfort me. An unopened bottle of blue bath foam has centre stage on my dressing table. The label on the tall, plastic bottle presents images of delicate purple lavender flowers and informs me in a gentle, curvaceous font that it will ‘soothe the mind and relax tired, aching muscles’.


I hold on so tightly to these words, like a life ring out in the dark, shoreless depths. I need them. My mind anchors on to the feelings they invoke and the promises they make. The bath foam will never be used, except perhaps in what I would consider to be an emergency, a moment when my young mind can no longer cope with the fear. To use it would be to detract from its perfection as a thing, an object of comfort. The simple solace in having ownership of it is enough, reading and rereading the words on the bottle, occasionally opening the lid to allow the synthetic scent to wash over me, hoping that, by doing so, my mind will be soothed and all will be well.


When I am surrounded by my collection, sitting within the space that I have carefully curated, I feel safe, as if the objects themselves could protect me. This room is under my control; it is the only thing that I can control, so its perfection is my obsession. My brother learnt that all he had to do in order to cause me distress was to crease the perfectly made, colour-coordinated, curated object of art that was my bed.


In order not to taint the perfect order, the symmetry and the cleanliness, I sleep surrounded by the clutter and broken things of the spare room: dusty, untidy, imperfect and unloved.


 


I tug at the collar of my pyjama top, pulling it up to cover the nape of my neck, the tiny hairs there lifting, responding perhaps to the coolness of the breeze or to the tension of the night. Behind, the light from the open window beckons me, demanding that I find the courage to investigate the shouting from inside the house. To the right of where I sit lies my planned escape route; a swift and careful shimmy across and down the steep sloping garage roof, a short drop to the patio beneath, finishing with a sprint across the back garden to the tall, wooden gate which leads to the main road and freedom.


I could do it. I could run. But where would I go? The arguing continues as I deliberate, purposefully putting off the inevitable – the nauseating fear-filled fact that I can’t simply be a silent listener; if I am to protect my mum, I must also be a watcher.


I turn and tiptoe my way across the grey slate roof, back into the light and chaos of the spare room. With a practised hand, I close the window without making a sound. Trepidation furrows my brow and fear is a churning sickness in my stomach. I can feel my heartbeat in my throat. With controlled movement, I pad stealthily across the landing to the stairs, the thick carpet warming my slate-cool feet. Lowering my tense body, I sit on the top step, folding my arms around my bent legs, hugging them towards me and resting my chin on my knees. My gaze is focused on the empty hallway at the bottom of the stairs. The decor there assaults my senses, contributing to the feelings of danger and fraught anticipation. Bright, lurid turquoise covers the top half of the walls, the lower half violated by a heavily patterned wallpaper in deep claret, sickly gold and stale-blood burgundy.


Closing my eyes, I try to focus only on sound, extending my hearing as far as my ten-year-old body will allow. Resonance and tone arrive first, before being shaped by my ears into coherent words. My dad’s voice, low, deep and menacing; a malevolent tone designed to instil fear and exert control, slurred by heavy intoxication.


‘You stupid ugly bitch, all I do is work for you fucking cunts.’


A whimper from my mother. She says his name as a plea, begging him to stop. I know that I should not have heard this. That I cannot unhear it. There is no time to process the words; there is only now, the loaded space in between the menacing voice and the fists that may follow. On the top step of the upstairs landing, I start to unfurl, unwrapping my arms from my knees and sitting up straight, preparing for flight. A familiar thought runs through my hyperaware mind: I wish I was a boy, big, tall and strong. I could stop it then. I could stop him. I would hit him back, so hard, that he could never hurt us again.


And then silence. My child’s mind races to determine what the silence might mean. I analyse every detail available, trying frantically to determine my dad’s level of inebriation, of rage, of unpredictability and lack of self-control from the nuance and tone of his voice when he spoke. I tune into the shape and feel of the air around me. Has he hit her again? Is she unconscious? A wave of nausea hits me. What if she’s dead? What if, this time, he’s gone too far? Bile rises from my stomach into my throat; burning, choking acid fear. Without thought, slowly, so slowly, I begin to descend, one silent step at a time.


Wait, there is movement. I pause. My ears pick up sounds that indicate someone has walked into the kitchen. The tip-tapping on the tiled floor announces the identity; still wearing the pointed-toe high heels of her secretary job, it must be my mum. I hear her flick on the kettle and allow the comforting sounds of tea-making to wash over me. It must be okay, she must be okay. Someone who is grievously injured, dead, unconscious or traumatised beyond the ability to function wouldn’t make tea. Maybe the danger has passed, but I know it hasn’t. It couldn’t and it wouldn’t until either she left or he was dead.


Tip-toeing on soft, thick carpet, I silently make my way back upstairs, moving across the landing and into the spare room. As I pass my bedroom, I glance in, making sure everything is where it should be, taking strength from the symmetry of my collection and the evidence of my control. Everything is okay. My room is perfect. I am in control. I am okay. Mum is okay.


As the adrenaline begins to leave my body, it feels heavy, the weightlessness of terror giving way to the leaden sensation of being completely spent. Surrounded by clutter, I tuck myself into bed, pulling the blankets over my head so that the monsters can’t get me, but so that I can still peek out to see them if, and when, they come. I’ve left the door open a few inches so that the landing light shines through in a long shard of yellow, just enough to hold the dark at bay. My senses are still alert, listening, feeling for danger, but my eyes refuse to stay open. Sleep arrives and is a welcome relief from feeling anything at all.


 


The house that my dad borrowed too much money to build had three bathrooms: a family bathroom, an en suite and a downstairs toilet. The downstairs toilet was one of my favourite places; it was small, and warm, with running water that I could drink, a pot that dealt with bodily functions and a lock, to keep the monsters out. As a child, I saw it as a safety capsule. I would take picnics into the downstairs loo, lock the door and camp out, playing with my plastic unicorns, feeling protected and in control of the small, enclosed space.
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